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Blyth Senseiis a modern Noh play written by Professor Munakata. As a student of Japanese
literature and theater, I have been studying traditional and classical works of Noh. However, I never
had the chance to see a modern work of Noh, and therefore I would like to write some of my
impressions and thoughts upon seeing Blyth Sensel.

Noh is known to have been developed by father and son, Kan’ami and Zeami. The father
Kan’ami had been a genius in terms of drama skills and thus marveled his contemporary audience
with beautiful acting, especially of women. Kan’ami had added drama and depth into already existing
plays, while also being a very fine dancer. Although it was his son Zeami whom developed on the
dance, by which Noh became more aesthetically pleasing to both the eyes and ears, as well as writing
many plays based on classical literature. The later generations would depart from Zeami to aspire
more to realism and drama or sought more novel expressions and themes to explore. But it is
nevertheless sure that Zeami had created the foundation for Noh as a tradition.

Now in the 215t century, Prof. Munakata’s modern Noh, Blyth senseiis distinguishing in many
ways. He has incorporated English phrases into the chorus and has inserted haiku instead of waka
into the soliloquy. The most prominent character of modern Noh which differentiates itself from the

classical, is that the lines are written in modern Japanese and thus a contemporary Japanese person
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would not only easily understand the phrases but also comprehend each syllable. This may give the
audience an impression of hearing a Kyogen, (a conversational play) where the lines are heard so
clearly that the musical and theatrical aspect subside momentarily. This impression of conversation
was quite surprising for the first part, when the characters were merely arriving at the scene and
explaining their situation. This non-musical and non-theatrical feature may be something to criticize
if we are to base our judgements on Zeami’s Yugen theory of beauty. However, we must not limit the
possibilities and potential of Noh art simply by revering Zeami. Prof. Munakata gave philosophical
meaning to his play by exploring the ideas of Thoreau and Blyth. This educative aspect is found in the
most archaic forms of Noh; when Noh was performed in temples to convey the virtues of religion and
tell stories of salvation. In this sense, Blyth Senseris rich in philosophical conversation and
exploration, reminiscent of the original use of Noh art. The lines written by Prof. Munakata are
thought provoking and very pleasurable, enriched with a profound knowledge of haiku, and contains
an educational message impregnated by Blyth sensei about the virtues of Zen, the ideals of Thoreau
and greatness of Basho’s poetry.

We must also commend the artistic and professional interpretation of Noh conducted by Noh
actor Tsumura Reijiro. A dance of Noh accompanied by lines of Basho’s haiku is such a novel
experience. The spirit of Blyth even performs a certain soliloquy resembling techniques of
Shakespeare. To conclude, I believe Prof. Munakata has conveyed profound meaning about the ideals
and philosophy of Thoreau and Blyth and has successfully done so because of the use of Noh tradition
and arts. There are many more aspects of this play to explore but doing so will exceed the

expectations of mere impression-commentary and so I will end my writing here.

(Gakushuin University, Department of Japanese Language and Literature)
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